However, its existence is now facing a serious challenge, since the Congress Resolution that created it lapsed on 31 st December, 2010.
I -Introduction
Developments that took place in world affairs during the twentieth centuryparamount among them being the establishment of regional blocs such as the European Union and Mercosur, provided national parliaments and their members with new opportunities to participate in the scene of international relations.
In the case of Mercosur, the historical context surrounding its creation 1 was strongly marked by a determining factor. This was the political atmosphere that prevailed in the Southern Cone at the time, whereby the efforts towards a return to the democratic regime, initiated by the governments of the countries of the sub-region, played an important role.
These efforts would in turn give place to a shared perception regarding issues such as respect for human rights and the need to strengthen democratic institutions (SCHMITTER, 1997).
There was, therefore, a framework of political principles that served as a basis for integration when the Act of Iguazu was signed in November of 1985 by Presidents Raúl Alfonsín and José Sarney, which was expressed in the sharing of values and in objectives that transcended the merely economic dimension. In fact, the role played by Mercosur as a warrant of the continuity of democratic institutions in the region would become clear on the occasion of the political crises in Paraguay in 1996 and 1999. Thus, one can see that the agility and the ease that Mercosur, in spite of being largely perceived as a mere economic bloc, has shown in dealing with political matters as well as economic ones, is due to its very origins.
It is obvious that when discussing democracy it is to the parliamentary institutions that one"s thoughts turn. In the case of Mercosur there surely has been, since the beginning of integration, an explicit intention on the part of the member states to involve the region"s parliaments in the process.
But a more pragmatic reason for involving national parliaments in the integration comes to mind when one realizes that, according to the Constitutions of the Mercosur countries, it is a function of their national congresses to examine and approve international treaties before their ratification by the President of the Republic 2 .
Therefore, it is not surprising that the negotiators of Mercosur decided to include a parliamentary body in every one of the instruments of the integration, starting from the Treaty for Integration, Cooperation and Development signed by Brazil and Argentina on 29
November 1988, then the Treaty of Asunción of 26 March 1991, which included Paraguay and Uruguay in the bloc, the Protocol of Ouro Preto, signed by the four countries on 17
December 1994 3 , which established its institutional structure, and culminating with the Constitutive Protocol of the Parliament of Mercosur, concluded on 9 December, 2005.
It should be noted that the parliamentary dimension of Mercosur was apparently stronger during the Alfonsín-Sarney 4 negotiations of the bilateral integration treaty between Argentina and Brazil. Later, from the Menem-Collor period onwards, the economic aspects would predominate in the integration process, and its rationale would cease to include political considerations, contemplating, rather, the goals of opening the member countries" economies and of obtaining a better insertion of the region"s products in a globalized market.
This trend would be reversed by an interesting historical circumstance: the simultaneous accession to power of centre-left governments in all four member countries 5 .
With a view to addressing the social and political aspects of integration, the new leaders gave emphasis to the parliamentary dimension in the negotiating agenda 6 . In spite of Mercosur"s clear vocation for institutional deepening and functional density, the negotiators did not intend to adopt the European "community method" for the bloc, with supranational aspects. Therefore, almost every decision taken by the CMC needs to go through a lengthy procedure within the national parliaments, in order to be approved and incorporated unto domestic law.
II The two dimensions of parliamentary work in Mercosur
Notwithstanding its historical origins rooted in political, as well as economic goals, In fact, aware of the need to strengthen the legal security of Mercosur and to speed up the lengthy procedure in the national parliaments for the approval of the acts adopted by the bloc, the negotiators inserted a provision in the Protocol of Ouro Preto (Article 25 ) that gave the JPC the function of endeavouring "to speed up the corresponding internal procedures in the State Parties in order to ensure the prompt entry into force of the decisions taken by the Mercosur organs provided for in Article 2 of this Protocol" 9 .
As a result, in all four countries members of the national parliaments (MPs) and parliament officials were faced with a challenging task: how to insert a committee created by means of an international treaty into the work of the national assemblies, and in addition, how to devise a procedural mechanism whereby the decisions and resolutions issued by the decision-making bodies of Mercosur 10 would be given a special treatment, a kind of "fast track", that would prevent them from being scrutinised by all the several Moreover, the fact that at that time the process of integration taking place in the Southern Cone enjoyed even less recognition among citizens and government officials than it does today, didn`t help. In addition, the few people who had a vague idea of the bloc`s existence tended, based on the expensive and unproductive experiences of other international assemblies, to view with suspicion the existence of a parliamentary body dedicated to the integration.
III Mercosur in the Brazilian National Congress
It was only in 1996, a full two years after the Protocol of Ouro Preto was signed, Therefore, the Brazilian Representation should issue a preliminary report on any draft legislation or international treaty related to or affecting Mercosur, from the point of view of the process of integration -adopting, therefore, a regional rather than a merely national standpoint.
The other difficulty faced by the members and technical advisors of the Representation concerned the fact that, traditionally, the subject matter "integration" was seen within Parliament as being part of the country`s international relations in general and not enjoying the specific approach that it deserved, in the light of the Mercosur foundational treaties. In fact, although Mercosur is not based on the community method, as was the European integration, it cannot be described and understood with resort simply to the principles of general international law. It demanded, then, an expert body in Parliament, with the specific knowledge and the distinctive mindset that does not limit itself to a national outlook, but is capable of perceiving the region as a whole, to tackle the matters issuing from the integration process.
12 Article 3 stated that the Brazilian Representation in the Joint Parliamentary Committee of Mercosur should obtain information from the competent organs of the executive branch concerning all initiatives adopted by the latter that might affect Mercosur, directly or indirectly.
In this regard, it is important to note the fundamental role played by the quadripartite meetings of the JPC, held periodically, to familiarize the Brazilian parliamentarians with their Spanish-speaking counterparts, giving them a new awareness of the problems and issues affecting the region as a whole.
In order to avoid hurting the susceptibilities of the Foreign Affairs Committees of both houses, since the matters related to integration would normally come under their scrutiny, it was decided that the Representation would not issue a binding opinion on the bill, but would adopt a report that would be simply recommendatory, serving as a source of information for the study of the matter by the subsequent committees in parliament.
The However, these opinions should pertain exclusively to the subject matter of the request made. Once the Representation has concluded its analysis and issued an opinion, the Mercosur norm, together with the decree 16 that incorporates it into domestic law, should be submitted to the vote on the floors of both Houses.
Should the Representation, at the time of its preliminary exam, conclude that the norm has not been adopted in accordance with the opinion issued by the Parliament of Mercosur, such norm should then obey the ordinary procedure, applicable to all international treaties in Congress.
In sum, the Brazilian Representation to the Parliament of Mercosur has been able, in spite of the lack of interest and even of a certain resistance that the issue of regional integration encounters in the national parliament, to occupy a space in the proceedings in
Congress, that used to belong exclusively to the two Foreign Affairs Committees. Of course this lack of compliance, by the national parliaments, with the only provision of the Protocol that grants the Parliament of Mercosur a more effective role in the bloc does not help strengthen the regional parliament. In addition, it serves as a good excuse for the Council to defer taking any steps to put this function into practice. Therefore, the so-called "parliamentary consultation" has never been effective in Mercosur.
On a more positive note, the Representation has advanced in the sphere of legislation, a competence that had not been envisaged by any of the resolutions.
16 "Decreto Legislativo".
Although the reports it issues are not binding, a major advance accomplished by the Representation still at the time of the Joint Parliamentary Committee, , while performing its internal role within the Brazilian National Congress, has been to enlarge its competence to act as a regular bicameral committee.
Since it has, among its functions, that of issuing a report on any matters in Congress with a bearing on Mercosur, it often offers suggestions of amendments to the bills that come under its scrutiny. In regard to the role of the Brazilian Representation in conferring visibility to Mercosur and its decision making processes, it is important to note that the Senate"s press (the television channel, radio and news agency) is the only media to make a detailed 
VIII Concluding remarks
In conclusion, Mercosur incorporated, from its very beginning, in its founding treaties, a parliamentary dimension represented by a joint parliamentary committee. For pragmatic reasons, the functions conferred to the committee were envisaged to be performed in the national parliaments. In effect, the treaties failed to confer upon the committee any relevant roles at the level of the integration.
On the other hand, the parliamentary consultation introduced by art. 4, nº12, of the Protocol that created the Parliament of Mercosur has the specificity of allowing the committee to perform a double role, both in the national assemblies of the member states and within the organisational structure of the integration process. This double role has the advantage of filling in the gap that seems to exist in the European case, for example, between the regional (the European Parliament) and the national parliaments.
One might point out that, from the point of view of the theory of multi-level governance, the parliamentary consultation, as devised by the Protocol, presents an interesting opportunity for a case-study. And last, but not least, to appoint the new Brazilian representatives -possibly 37 -without allowing any ill-conceived scheme to compromise the legitimacy of the Parliament.
